University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

3-12-1999

Colombian Guerrillas Admit Killing Three U.S.
Citizens
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Colombian Guerrillas Admit Killing Three U.S. Citizens." (1999). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/12615

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 54382
ISSN: 1060-4189

Colombian Guerrillas Admit Killing Three U.S. Citizens
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Colombia
Published: 1999-03-12
A commander of the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) acknowledged on
March 10 that FARC rebels killed three US citizens. The killings, apparently not sanctioned by
FARC higher-ups, have jeopardized the peace process, threatened to bring more US military
involvement to the country, and put the spotlight on the conflict between US- based oil companies
and indigenous groups.
Ingrid Washinawatok, 41, Lahe'ena'e Gay, 39, and Terence Freitas, 24, were in Colombia at the
invitation of the 8,000- member U'wa nation as part of a traditional cultural-education project
organized through Pacific Cultural Conservancy International (PCCI), a Hawaii-based indigenousrights organization. They were abducted at a roadblock on Feb. 25. Their bodies were found just
across the Colombian border in Venezuela one week after they were abducted.
Initially, the FARC denied involvement. Luis Eduardo Devia, known as Raul Reyes, a member
of the FARC's ruling junta and a FARC representative in the peace negotiations, later admitted
that members of a FARC unit had killed the three, but did not explain why they were killed. "We
condemn the abominable assassination of the three Americans," said Reyes. He said the unit leader,
Commander Gildardo, and any others involved will be tried by a revolutionary tribunal and may
face the firing squad for the slayings. But the FARC will not turn over the killers for extradition to
the US. "None of our combatants will be handed over to another state," said Reyes.
Some experts on Colombia say the decision to kill the three Americans could have been made
without consulting the FARC high command. And, people in the region described friction between
the local FARC contingent and the U'wa. But Colombian armed forces commander Gen. Fernando
Tapias, while calling the FARC confession "very positive for the peace process," said the army is
convinced other rebel officers were involved.
The Colombian army broadcast what it said were intercepted radio-telephone contacts between
German Briceno, the FARC commander in the area, and another FARC rebel. German Briceno is a
brother of Jorge Briceno, the FARC's second in command and chief military strategist.
"Take them over to the other side and burn them," said a voice identified as that of German Briceno,
in an alleged reference to the Arauca River separating Colombia and Venezuela. "Let the bitch die,"
the voice said. "She's nothing to us."
In another radio intercept, Jorge Briceno talked with German about the political impact of the
killings and told his brother to come up with "any name" to put forward as the killer of the three.
"This is the biggest political screw-up of all," he said. "This is a mistake from hell." The Miami
Herald quoted a US official who asked for anonymity as saying the FARC continent that German
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Briceno oversees is "almost a motorcycle gang" and "really narco- dirty." Other FARC units have
strayed less far from their leaders' Marxist orientation, the official said.

Violence in the region has many causes
The U'wa community has fought threats to its land and cultural identity by the exploration plans of
Los Angeles- based Occidental Petroleum. Last year, the U'wa threatened to commit mass suicide
if exploration went ahead on land they consider part of their traditional homeland. Occidental had
planned to explore within the 200,000- hectare Samore Block, which the U'wa claims. The Samore
has potential reserves of between 1.5 billion and 2.5 billion barrels of crude.
Although Occidental dropped its plans for 75% of the block last year, it submitted an
environmental- impact report to the Environment Ministry for exploration drilling in the remaining
25%, which the U'wa also claims.
The Organization of American States (OAS) has been mediating between the U'wa and the
government regarding land rights in the Samore region. The government was expected to decide
soon whether to grant Occidental the drilling license. Foreign oil companies operating in Colombia
have long been targets of the guerrillas. Occidental says its Cano Limon facilities in Arauca, which
produces almost one-third of Colombia's oil exports, has been attacked more than 500 times in the
last 12 years. The oil companies help pay Colombian army units to protect their installations, but
they deny charges that they also use paramilitary groups for protection.
Some friends and co-workers of the slain Terence Freitas said he had found evidence to the
contrary. "Terry was finding direct evidence that linked the oil companies to the paramilitaries, and
that was very dangerous," said Melina Selverston, director of the Washington-based Coalition for
Amazonian People and the Environment.
Steve Kretzmann of the U'wa Defense Working Group said Freitas received anonymous telephone
death threats at his home in California telling him to "back off or die." Freitas involved in campaign
against Occidental Freitas had visited the region frequently since 1996 and worked with the U'wa
on campaigns to prevent Occidental from drilling on their traditional lands. He told friends he
had received threats from many sectors. "On a trip they made last March, Terry called me and
said that he and an Indian leader were being followed by one or two people whom he believed
were paramilitaries," Leslie Wirpsa, a friend of Freitas who lived in Colombia for many years, told
Reuters.
On the same trip, Freitas was picked up by the police who interrogated him about the reason for
his visit and told him they could not protect him. They made him sign a paper absolving them of
responsibility for his safety, said Wirpsa, who has a copy of the document. Killings could bring more
US involvement The killings could affect US willingness to support the Colombian peace process,
and proposals to increase military aid could increase. Gov. Gustavo Alvarez of Valle de Cauca
department said FARC's responsibility for the killings could give Republicans in the US Congress a
reason to support more military deployment in Colombia.
The same concern was expressed by the president of the Colombian Congress, Sen. Fabio Valencia
Cossio, who has said for years that the US is looking for a reason to send more troops into Colombia.
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Rep. Benjamin Gilman (R-NY), chair of the US House International Relations Committee, called a
press conference after FARC admitted responsibility for the deaths. Gilman warned US President
Bill Clinton that the Colombian guerrillas are "a terrorist group that threatens the security of US
citizens and must be combatted as such."
Gilman and other hardliners accuse the Clinton administration of "naively cozying up to Colombia's
narcoterrorists." But their congressional opponents say US overreaction would kill Colombian
President Andres Pastrana's already troubled peace negotiations with the guerrillas (see NotiSur,
1999-02-26).
The Miami Herald reported that Gilman and Rep. Dan Burton (R-IN) have asked Federal Bureau
of Investigation (FBI) Director Louis Freeh to take action against German Briceno. "There must be
prompt and aggressive action to establish the facts and indict the FARC leaders who are responsible
for the kidnapping and killing of these three Americans," the letter says. "Those responsible must
be promptly brought to justice." [Sources: Inter Press Service, 03/03/99; Clarin (Argentina), 03/08/99;
Spanish news service EFE, 03/08/99, 03/10/99; Notimex, 03/10/99; CNN, 03/06/99, 03/07/99, 03/11/99;
Associated Press, 03/06-08/99, 03/11/99; The Miami Herald, 03/07/99, 03/10/99, 03/11/99; The New
York Times, 03/07/99, 03/11/99; Reuters, 03/08/99, 03/11/99]
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